564                          MODERN    EXPLORATION

FABLED   LAND  OF   PUNT

Many legends had sprung up concerning the vast uninhabited
wilderness or the Rub'al Khali. Some declared it was the fabled land of
Punt, whence Queen Hatshepsut of Egypt procured her frankin-
cense, aromatic woods and "green gold "; and here also was Ophir,
from which King Solomon obtained his gold.

In 1930, Bertram Thomas succeeded in crossing the Rub'al Khali
from south to north, being the first European to do so. The journey was
made from Dhufar on the coast of Doba, a distance of some 700 miles.
Thomas had seen a dozen years of post-War service in Arabia, had
made many journeys in the country, knew the various tribes and could
speak their dialect. The route at first lay through known country,
where frankincense trees flourished in desolate wadi-beds. Here, as
from time immemorial, the natives still make incisions in the trunks of
thei

march apart. All the time a sharp look-out had to be kept against
raiding parties. The explorer was anxious to make notes and to take
astronomical bearings. In order not to arouse suspicion he had his own
tent set up some thirty yards away from the main camp, for the Arab
of the desert is inclined to associate astronomical instruments with
witchcraft.
One day, quite suddenly, the Arabs pointed to the ground, and
cried, " There is the road to Ubar!" They went on to relate the story
of the great and fabled city of wicked King Ad, which had been
destroyed by heavenly fire and which was inhabited by jinns. It was
a city rich in treasure, with date gardens and a fort of red silver. Now,
they said, it lies buried beneath the sands. Thomas thought Ubar
might turn out to be the Arabian Ophir, but he failed to locate it.
SOLVING   THE   RIDDLE   OF   SINGING   SANDS
The Arabs of Arabia had often spoken of " singing sands," but no
one knew exactly what they meant. On this journey the mystery was
solved. The men were struggling over steep dunes when the silence
was suddenly broken by a loud droning on a musical note. It continued
for about two minutes and then ceased. This strange phenomenon
was due to the cooling of the sands in the evening. This causes a
landslide, or rather a trickle, and so a musical note is produced.
Thomas's memorable crossing of the Rub'al Khali occupied sixty days.
Philby also crossed the great desert in 1932, but on this occasion from east
to west. Like Thomas, he knew Arabia well and was lucky enough
f to travel under the patronage of the King of the Hedjaz. His party
consisted of nineteen persons and thirty-two specially selected camels,
The total cjistance covered was 1,800 miles and the journey occupied
ninety days. The expedition had to cross a tract of territory where,
according to the Arabs, no rain had fallen for twenty years. At one
time the party was without water for ten days.